Introduction
Solomon Islands is a chain of 922 islands in the South Pacific, spread over 1,450kms
from Bougainville (Papua New Guinea) in the north to Vanuatu in the south, and covering an area of 27,450 kms². The country is home to some 520,000 people, with 74 different languages and dialects. It is divided into nine provinces, each centred on a main island. Effectively, there are nine different peoples with strong allegiance to family, village and province, but little common national identity upon which to effectively build a state.
Honiara, located on the island of Guadalcanal and surrounded by the province of the same name, is the national capital, seat of government, centre of administration and commerce, and the nation's window to the world. The city has a population of 79,000, including an estimated 20,000 or so inhabiting informal settlements in the urban and peri-urban areas. Honiara has one of the highest urban growth rates in the Pacific region, The role of women in the peace building initiatives, both during and after the tension warrants special mention. Organised women's groups took a proactive stance against the violence, which plainly was perpetrated by men, and mobilised support for children and other vulnerable groups, particularly during the worst of the conflict. This was an example of where women are not simply victims of conflict situations but can in fact contribute to reducing fragility and strengthening social cohesion.
The fragility of the peace was, however, revealed in April 2006 when riots broke out in Honiara after the election of a new Prime Minister, who was perceived by the rioters to be in the pocket of certain sectoral interests. This resulted in the targeted burning of businesses in the Chinatown district. Again, the root causes of the riots were attributed by a Commission of Inquiry to amongst others, inequitable access to land, failure of government to deliver development to settlements in Honiara and bad governance.
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Significantly for this paper, the Commission established a linkage between inadequate service delivery and the more recent conflict.
The 18th April 2006 civil unrest and riot in Honiara took place against a backdrop of infrastructure weakness and non-delivery of the essential government services to the people from all over the country, who by accident or desire, have made Honiara their home. In search of a better prospect in education, health and employment, these people have settled in distinctive original provincial or island ethnic settlements in and around Honiara in near squalor conditions because government services were not reaching them.
High hopes and expectations of a better life from the rural areas from where they had migrated into Honiara had not materialised as many cannot find employment. The poor access roads into the settlements, the lack of proper sewerage, water supply and electricity, high costs of school fees, lack of adequate health facilities and the high incidence of drunkenness are some of the daily woes settlement dwellers had to deal with, often with no government support.
It is in the context of this daily hardship that settlement dwellers are highly vulnerable to exploitation and manipulation, and the national elections for a new Solomon Islands Parliament in early April 2006 became the catalyst for them to let out their anger and frustration against the government in particular, and society in general. The project recognises that the council operates in a changing and complex environment, facing the challenges of increasing urbanisation, and high expectations versus inadequate resources. Priority issues such as informal settlements, urban security and stability underpin the project design which aims to strengthen the council's capacity to respond effectively to these challenges and to deliver adequate local government services. A mix of approaches and activities is being applied to effect the required capacity development. These include direct support for external in-line senior staff appointments, with local counterparts; financial assistance for materials and equipment to enhance service delivery; technical support from the CLGF Pacific Project and partners; technical staff exchanges with New Zealand and Australian councils; and direct technical assistance for specific assignments.
The project is founded on partnerships at several levels, with local government authorities and professional colleagues sharing knowledge and experience. Conflict sensitivity underpins strategic decisions as the project proceeds. It is a complex, complicated and evolving project, having experienced several challenges and setbacks along the way. Even when they are made, gains can be fragile given the operating environment and could be lost or undermined if the factors contributing to progress are reversed. However the risks associated with a project such as this are the very reasons why it is so necessary.
Improving Service Delivery in a Post-Conflict Environment
In view of the range of challenges inherent in delivering quality local government services to all citizens of Honiara, the council and its project partners understood and accepted the realities and accordingly factored in socio-cultural dimensions, inclusiveness and conflict sensitive strategies into its governance and service delivery policies and practices. In particular the council's strategy encompassed:  Genuine recognition of informal and squatter settlements -they are all Solomon Islanders and 'our people', having rights to equal access to services irrespective of ethnicity, socio-economic status, location or political persuasion  Neutrality in professional operations by accepting expatriates as senior advisers and in-line managers and later choosing to appoint an expatriate as City Clerk/Chief Executive Officer, with local counterparts and succession plans  A formal and real commitment to openness, transparency, fairness and inclusiveness in decision making and service delivery  Consultative and representative processes for all citizens -through public consultations and Ward Advisory Committees, participatory community events such as clean up campaigns, community outreach programs etc  Establishment of a Council of Chiefs for Honiara as a forum to address ethnic issues and potential conflicts, and to recognise and bring on board the influence of traditional leaders as partners in the City Council's initiatives  Involving unemployed youth as a valuable source of social capital through community based works projects  A better trained, led and informed elected body  Developing a roadmap for the future development of Honiara -the City Vision.
However, this strategic approach required a significant paradigm shift, time, and substantial support to realise the changes sought.
Some noteworthy achievements have resulted so far. The council's own source revenues (principally local taxes, property rates and service charges) have increased more than sixfold, management systems have been enhanced and service delivery capacity improved, particularly in the areas of solid waste management, roading, markets and health clinics. Now that the council has greater capacity to deliver better services and improved governance, working relationships with central government agencies have improved and cooperation as not seen before on key strategic issues such as land, decentralisation, urbanisation, security and conflict prevention is happening. Leadership development programmes have been carried out, with a focus on the complexities of conflict and fragile situations, and local economic development initiatives, focussing on the lower socio-economic groups and the 'parallel' economy, which is more immune from the global economic slowdown, are in place. Community engagement strategies are being implemented and progress, albeit slow, is being made on developing working relationships with the informal settlements which in the past have been openly hostile to the council.
The CLGF project is now in the final stages of the current phase. Dialogue is underway with NZAID and other key stakeholders on the next stage, given that there is an undeniable need for continuation of support to Honiara City Council in the foreseeable future and the project model is beginning to show evidence that with solid input an organisation can be lifted. There is much work still to be done, particularly on the various dimensions of community development.
Lessons Learned
An external review of the project was carried out in August/September 2009, which concluded:
The Project was and remains highly relevant to the needs of Honiara, to development strategies for the Solomon Islands, and to related programs of donors including NZAID, AusAID and RAMSI. It is also contributing significantly to addressing key cross-cutting issues.
After a slow start, over the past year the Project has made excellent progress. This reflects in particular the work of the new Mayor and City Clerk. HCC has made great strides, including repaying debts and greatly enhancing service delivery. The dramatic increase in its own-source revenues is an outstanding Project achievement, and is now being augmented by the council's own efforts. Overall, it is fair to say that directly and indirectly the Project has restored HCC's institutional legitimacy and integrity, and has demonstrated that effective city government is achievable, albeit that much remains to be done.
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This review, together with a recent project re-design exercise undertaken by NZAID, will inform the decision making processes in respect to future support to Honiara City
Council. As stated earlier, the project is broad based, covering a variety of policy, strategic, implementation and review phases. At its inception, the project did not specifically target conflict prevention and peace building, but as it progressed, the importance of Honiara City Council and service delivery to community reconciliation, consensus building and nation rebuilding became increasingly apparent. It is clearly a cross-cutting issue that required focus.
It is realistically too early to assess if the initiatives of the council and the project have resulted in any specific benefits in terms of conflict prevention. In particular there has not been any monitoring as yet of the response of householders to improved services, particularly in the 'hot spots'. However the external review noted that there is widespread recognition of the importance of providing basic services as a way to reduce the likelihood of conflict, 11 and several key messages that can be drawn from Honiara City Council's and CLGF's efforts thus far.
 There is a clear link between effective and equitable municipal service delivery, physical and social, particularly to informal settlements, and conflict prevention.
The understanding and acceptance of the lack of a common national and local 'identity' in Solomon Islands makes this variable even more important. In particular, mainstreaming conflict prevention strategies into service delivery plans is critical. In this context, perceptions of the diverse 'communities' in Honiara as 10 to the parity of service delivery are equally important as the actual delivery itself.
Accordingly, it is incumbent on the council to ensure not only that services are in fact being fairly distributed across the city, but also that the community is made aware of this equitable delivery. The same can apply to regulatory responsibilities.
 It was important to achieve visible 'quick wins' at the beginning of the development process to strengthen ties among stakeholders and build support for the council's rebuilding initiatives. This particularly applied to communities previously excluded from equitable service provision. The legitimacy of the institution is strengthened through evidence of actual delivery of services.
Citizens once they are better empowered to exercise their rights, recognise and appreciate action, not just rhetoric.
 Sound financial management, governance and accountability are critical. For example, the substantial increase in property rates revenue has afforded additional capacity for service delivery and inclusiveness. Prudent application of the additional resources has resulted in significant improvements.
 Delays were experienced when the complexity and depth of the problems at Honiara City Council were properly revealed after the project funded personnel began work -the 'unknown unknowns' of development work. The post-conflict operating environment did not assist. This meant that significantly more time was needed to effect any meaningful change than was first anticipated.
 Community empowerment through wide-ranging consultation and engagement of both formal and informal settlements, youth and women, traditional and church leaders is critical for 'ownership', sustainability, community cohesion and building the legitimacy of the City Council.
 Honiara as the national capital needs to be better embraced by the Solomon Islands government, with urban management and local governance reflected higher on the policy agenda given the realities and impacts of urban growth.  Working in partnership with community, national government, civil society and development agencies, and delivering through those partnerships will help win back credibility and institutional respect.
 It is not easy and there is a long way to go, but much can be achieved with political will and commitment.
CLGF has also learned much in delivering its support project. Working in conflict affected environments reveals a special role for a development partner. Sustainability of gains in such an environment can be fragile. The dilemma often faced is in adapting accepted social development principles, such as local ownership of the process, in a dysfunctional environment. In such situations there is a tendency for a development partner to apply a leveraging style in order to get the job done. In the case of this project, the concept of 'power sharing' was agreed by all partners, where project direction and day to day implementation decisions are made collaboratively within the framework of the intervention, and based on collective responsibility. This has proven to work well, with growing engagement by project partners and a gradually increasing rate of progress.
During this process the question as to the most appropriate governance system for Honiara has been raised. The dynamics of the city and the conflict experiences have led to some reflection as to whether the existing 'western style' local government structure in Honiara is the way to go, or whether a more indigenous system that may take account of the socio-cultural construct of the city, particularly informality and ethnicity, would be better. The current national constitutional review is actively examining this issue of the place of Honiara, particularly in the context of a federal system that is being considered.
However, given the volatility of the Solomon Islands political system and for the purposes of this piece, it may be better to reserve this debate for another day.
Conclusion
Across the Commonwealth, the role of effective local government in helping to strengthen the state as a whole is being more widely recognised. Local government provides many of the basic services that are essential to reducing poverty and improving the livelihoods and quality of life of citizens. The Honiara City Council scenario affords evidence of the importance of providing equitable basic services to the prevention of conflict. In order to improve institutional and service delivery capacity at local level in conflict affected areas local governments need to factor socio-cultural and conflict sensitive strategies into governance and service delivery policies and practices. Local governments are well placed to promote community reconciliation, and as such proactive community engagement post conflict is critical. The key role of women it this process
should not be ignored.
The importance of strong local leadership underpins all these efforts. Helping build and ....although the general situation in the Solomon Islands is currently calm, many of the underlying factors that brought about the 'tensions' and the more recent civil unrest in Chinatown are still present. For example, squatter communities are still growing as more people move into Honiara City. This calls for not only ongoing improvements in the City Council's own performance -and people's perceptions of that performance -but also a closer and more productive working relationship with Solomon Islands Government agencies and Guadalcanal Province on the underlying strategic issues.
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